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Epiphany of Our Lord • January 6, 2018 
Isaiah 6:1-6 • Psalm 72:1-7, 10-14 • Ephesians 3:1-12  •  Matthew 2:1-12 

 
It’s always curious to see how people design their holiday crèches. There are the ones with 

unexpected animals. (Did a kid just happen to leave the tiger by the manger or is it some avant-garde 
comment on our moment?) There are the ones in front of our town halls, whose residents are made 
of the palest alabaster plastic. (Legal experts can debate whether those crèches are constitutional, but 
hopefully we can all agree that Jesus did not look like Larry Byrd.) My personal favorite, just down 
the street from here, has a relatively ordinary holy family camped out in front of a plethora of 
flashing multicolored lights, as if there was no room in the inn so Christ was born in Las Vegas. 
 And yet for all the different ways we design crèches, the most immediately recognizable 
characters, sometimes even easier to find than Mary and Joseph, are the magi. So it’s funny to go 
back and read Matthew’s gospel and notice that Matthew tells us almost nothing about them. Just 
that the magi went to see Jesus, they brought him gifts, and they went home.  

But that’s not quite enough for a good story. So for two thousand years, we have tried to fill 
in the gaps a little bit. Notice, for example, that Matthew never calls the magi “kings.” So where did 
that come from? In the second century, the writer Tertullian, trying to explain what magi were, 
described them as “almost kings.” Almost immediately, the “almost” was dropped, and these three 
astrologers traded their telescopes for crowns.1 Or, for another example, consider how we ended up 
with three magi. Notice that Matthew doesn’t tell us how many there were. The three that we 
normally think of came from the writer Origen, who said that since they brought three gifts, there 
must have been three magi. It would be rude, after all, to come to meet the savior of the world show 
up without a hostess gift.     
 Most of those invented traditions are relatively harmless additions to Matthew’s gospel. Are 
they in the Bible? No. Does it matter? Not really. Whether there were three magi or four doesn’t 
really matter. But there is one invented tradition that captures something important that Matthew is 
getting at. If you look at paintings of the magi from after the sixth century or so, you’ll notice that 
one of the magi is often European, one is African, and one is Asian. As you can imagine, those 
depictions often look like cringe-worthy caricatures. But when you look at those paintings, you 
realize that their creators got to the heart of what St. Matthew was trying to tell us. Because as far as 
those artists knew, Asia, Europe, and Africa were the whole world. When the magi came to see 
Jesus, they said, it was like the whole world came to see Jesus. 

Coming twelve days after Christmas, hearing the story of the Epiphany is like hearing the 
Christmas story again, albeit an octave higher. It sounds many of the same notes. The 
announcement from on high. The journey to Bethlehem. The Christ child and Mary together. And 
yet, Epiphany has at its center something rather different. The story pivots from a story about how 
God became flesh to a story about how that flesh is revealed to all people.  

Since we did Luke’s Christmas story this year, it helps to pause for a second and think about 
what Matthew is trying to do. Because they’re doing very different things. Luke’s take on Christmas, 
featuring the shepherds, is primarily about class and socioeconomic mobility. Luke is making a point 
about Jesus being revealed first and foremost to the disenfranchised.  

Matthew has a different, but not mutually exclusive, take on it. Matthew is thinking about 
Jesus’s birth in terms of religious identity and spiritual allegiances. Remember, Matthew is writing for 
an audience that is mostly Jewish Christians. People who thought the messiah was coming and then 

                                                           
1 Philip H. Pfatteicher, Journey into the Heart of God: Living the Liturgical Year (Oxford University Press, 2013), 113. 
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Jesus came and they thought, “That was the messiah.” They had the framework in their heads. 
Matthew’s gospel is so informed by Jewish thinking that some people even thought that he wrote it 
in Hebrew. It wasn’t, but it’s easy to see why: the whole thing is strewn with Jewish images and 
allusions.  

Two thousand years later, we tend to get so caught up in deciding who the magi were (Were 
they astronomers or astrologers?) that we miss one of the most obvious things about them, the thing 
that that any of Matthew’s first listeners would have known. They were not Jewish. You can imagine 
it in big, flashing lights. These are people who are not expecting a messiah or hoping for a messiah, 
and they probably don’t even have any concept of what a “messiah” is in the first place. And yet, 
God reveals the birth of the messiah to these magi. So the first people to worship the messiah in 
Matthew’s telling are not devout Jews who have been waiting with baited breath for the birth of a 
messiah. The first people to worship the messiah are people who, let’s be frank, don’t really know 
what a messiah is in the first place. 

That is not to say that Jewish traditions and practices are a thing of the past and they don’t 
matter. That’s clearly not what Matthew is getting at. But it is to say that, in Jesus, God breaches the 
line between insiders and outsiders. When God reveals the birth of the messiah to the magi, God 
reveals that the outsiders are actually insiders. That the outsiders are just insiders who don’t know it 
yet. Epiphany is about how God breaks into our lives to reveal that, in Christ, there are no outsiders. 
Everyone’s included.  

The erasure of this line between insiders and outsiders is one of the most basic gifts of 
Christmas, and it’s also one of the hardest things for us to learn. God knows we have a hard time 
doing it in the public square, and we have a surprisingly hard time not doing it in churches, too. 
Sometimes we do it with long-time members and newcomers. One member of Advent recently 
described themselves as a newcomer here, and when I asked them how long they’d been around for, 
they replied, “Four years.” Just for the record, when someone comes here a second time, you can’t 
call them new anymore.  

Sometimes we develop that insider/outsider language with the language we use in our 
liturgies. Whenever I plan a funeral with people, I just download the ELW rubric and tell them to 
pick from what’s there. But when I plan a wedding with a couple, I have to go back and edit the 
language it uses to describe marriage because it is both factually incorrect and heteronormative 
(always a fun combination). If you only use inclusive language when you want to be inclusive, you’re 
not being inclusive. 

And ironically enough, sometimes our attempts to be hospitable and welcoming end up 
reinforcing that line between insiders and outsiders. How often do we say, “Welcome to my church.” 
It’s not your church. It’s everybody’s church. When we think about welcome and hospitality in terms 
of how we can be welcoming and hospitable to outsiders, we just redraw that line even deeper. 
Because there are no outsiders. That’s the whole point. It isn’t about being charitable toward 
outsiders. It’s about recognizing that, in Christ, we’re all insiders. 

And when God’s way of being becomes our way, when we see other people from God’s 
point of view everything changes. Notice that Matthew says that after the magi visited Jesus, “they 
left home for their own country by another road.” Matthew says that was to avoid King Herod. But 
there’s another reason, too. That it’s impossible to leave an encounter with the mercy and 
compassion of God, and go home the same way you came. Because even if you’re kept on the outs 
by your culture, by your family, by your sense of self, you know you’re an insider with God. You can 
go home, but you can never go home the same. Because you always go transformed by the 
revelation that despite all appearances, you’re included. Who is included? Everyone and one more. 
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And maybe that’s why Matthew didn’t tell us how many magi there were. It’s possible that 
Matthew didn’t say how many magi there were because he didn’t think it was important, but it’s also 
possible that he didn’t say how many there were because he knew that there would always be more. 
There would always be you. There would always be me. There would always be us. People who have 
come from afar because God has revealed something new to us. People who come not with 
understanding but with faith, who come not with assurance but with trust, and who come not with 
certainty but with hope.  

Historians tell us that the magi came from Persia. And as those artists told us, they may as 
well have come from Asia, Africa, and Europe. But we know that they come from other places, too. 
They come from Goffle Hill Road and Sicomac Avenue. They come as abused partners in gaudy 
McMansions and Holy Innocents stuffed in godless ICE cages. They come as cradle Episcopalians 
and deathbed converts. They come from the ends of the earth to visit the one who is at the center of 
creation, just like we gather around this table every week.  

Who show up not with gold or frankincense or myrrh, but with empty hands. Empty hands 
because God doesn’t need our gifts. Empty hands filled only with prayer. Empty hands because just 
when we think that we don’t have anything left to give, God invites us here to receive. 

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


